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Source: Jennifer Forney, Zion National Park, UT, Watchman Campground 
 
As predicted in Camping Amidst COVID-19 as published in April 2020, camping this summer was 
considered to be one of the best summer vacation plans available.  As social distancing and 
individual state mandates continued during the summer and fall, these changes continued to 
drive fear and uncertainty for individuals.  However, camping in a tent or in a recreational 
vehicle (RV) seemed to be a safe option.  Finding a way to disconnect from technology and the 
constant news of the virus and connect with family and nature was considered by many to be a 
safe alternative.   
Impact of Covid-19 
Since no federal mandate was enacted, each state continued to generate their own guidelines, 
including the access to national or state parks (Bagnera, 2020; Cleveland, 2020).  The 
bandwidth to join forces was common place this spring where four associations collaborated 
together to send a unified message to the white house on behalf of the lodging industry (Asian 
American Hotel Owners Association et al., 2020); collectively, the National Association of RV 
Parks and Campgrounds (ARVC) joined forces with the RV Industry Association and the National 
RV Dealers Association (RVDA) in order to present a unified message to state governors. This 
unified message explained that the RV industry should be considered an essential business as  
campgrounds and RV parks often provide permanent residences for individuals and temporary 
lodging for those traveling, due to necessary work, especially traveling medical staff (Kirby et 
al., 2020).  While many local residents tried their best to advocate against opening local 
campgrounds for fear of disease spread; facilities providing propane, grocery services and other 
food services, were considered essential business services (The National Association of RV Parks 
and Campgrounds, 2020). 
 
Campground and RV Park Response 
Campgrounds and RV parks were found to provide a safe vacation opportunity that inherently 
provided, social distancing, since the individual spaces are separated naturally.  Opening for 
many parks was delayed due to the various state and local restrictions and having a pandemic 
plan approved by the local authorities.  Some measures included, keeping the space open in 
between units, restricted access to restroom facilities, elimination of or outdoor only activities, 
closed playgrounds, closed swimming pools (or removal of common furniture in outdoor pool 
areas), guest restrictions to the campground, person cap placed on each site, and facial masks 
to be worn off personal site. 
 
According the North American Camping Report (2020), camping is positioned to rebound earlier 
than other types of travel largely due to the fact that camping offers a safe an acceptable way 
to return outdoors while maintaining social distancing standards. 
 
 
Source: North American Camping Report 
 
As interest in camping continues to grow, and travelers deem it safe to travel, campers and 
prospective campers search for a safe way to travel closer to home due to the pandemic. It is 
forecasted that the camping market will get a greater share of leisure trips. Prior to COVID-19, 
camping accounted for 11% of all trips while post COVID-19 camping will likely account for 16% 
of all trips (North American Report, 2020). RV rental platforms like RV Share saw a 1000 % 
increase in bookings from April, 2020 to May 2020 and Outdoorsy’s saw an increase of 1500 in 
peak booking period of mid-May 2020 (Business Insider, 2020).  
 
Source: North American Camping Report 
 
  
RV Sales: Demand Exceeds Supply 
In a very short time the pandemic decimated the RV sales industry and by the month of April 
2020 sales were down 82% compared to sales in April of 2019.  By June 2020 sales had 
increased 10% overall from the previous year (Travel and Leisure, 2020) and by July they had 
increased to 54% compared to 2019. As the RV season continued into September, sales 
continued to rise to record levels with no downtrend trend in (Chang, 2020; Roedel, 2020). 
 
Record levels of guests 
Yellowstone National Park and other national parks were closed for approximately eight weeks 
due to the pandemic. In May 2020 visitation rates were down 90% from the previous years. 
However, the park recorded its highest level of visitors, with a 21% increase in the month of 
September year over year (Associated Press, 2020; RVIA, 2020). According to the Gardiner, MT 
Chamber of Commerce total visits are still down 11%, due the closures. However, the increase 
in visitors could be caused by the increase of young people, ages 20-50 that visited the park in 
September.  Similarly, after national parks began to re-open, parks such as Zion National Park, 
Capitol Reef National Park, Grand Teton National Park, and Glacier National Park saw record 
visitation rates in September and October (Bagley, 2020; French, 2020a, 2020b). 
 
Converting Facilities 
While some facilities have relied on seasonal sites as a source of base business, some 
campgrounds have decided to eliminate these sites altogether and yet other facilities increased 
the volume of seasonal sites over transient sites.  The Lost River Valley Campground in North 
Woodstock, NH has replaced seasonal sites with an increasing number of Glamping cabins, 
where the significant increase in revenue on the space is worth the investment, according to 
the owner (Pelland, 2020). 
  
 
 Source: Lost River Valley Campground 
 
Impact of COVID on the industry 
Research has indicated in the early aspects in spring during the pandemic, the first trip 
individuals would take upon COVID-19 restrictions were lifted, would be a camping experience.  
Approximately 25% of the respondents indicated this was their first camping experience and 
over 40% confirmed that they had additional trips planned for the remainder of the year 
(Boogman, 2020).  Of notable interest is that over 80% of respondents identified having 
children in the household, considered camping as the safest way to travel.  In addition, the 




With the rise in sales of RV units, campgrounds are becoming more challenging to book.  If you 
are considering a trip, it’s recommended that you book a reservation sooner rather than later.  
A cross country trip is a great way to explore the country, in a safe manner with your family.  As 
indicated by the North American camping report, in a post COVID-19 world, the share of 
camping as a form of leisure travel increase as did the increase over 10% for prospective 
campers.  The authors are avid camping enthusiasts who each have unique experiences to help 
craft your upcoming experience. 
 
 
Source: North American Camping Report 
 
Seasonal Experience 
One way to experience camping for a seasonal, typically a six-month block from April to 
October, is to be a seasonal camper.  This is common practice for RV’s, so that you leave the 
camper on site for the season.  Winter storage is typically included in the annual rate or for an 
additional small fee.  With the increased volume of RV sales this summer, campgrounds found a 
surge in seasonal site sales, as owners realized they enjoyed the camping experience but 
realized either they didn’t have a well-designed winter storage plan or were not as comfortable 
driving or towing the RV.  This exclusive campground access was considered a benefit in states 
where ‘members’ could be granted access across various state borders at the peak of COVID-19 
restrictions were implemented.   
 
Camping in this form allows for a personalized experience where the dependency on public 
restroom facilities is limited and maintain social distancing at each site is well preserved.  
Another advantage is the time saved from having to back in the rig, level it and set-up for the 
camping experience.  If the campground amenities have been restricted, this can keep you 
contained at your personal site making memories with your family, or exploring all of the 
natural elements the area has to offer.  Consider investing in a kayak, canoe or paddle boat to 
explore the nearby waterways. 
 
Road Trip Experience 
The other way to experience camping is to identify a destination and plan the stops along the 
route to and from for an immersive road trip experience.  Planning a road trip pre-COVID, 
especially a cross country trip, with a travel trailer or an RV is typically planned 6-12 months in 
advance. Traveling during pandemic and post-COVID times forces travelers to have a more 
flexible itinerary with numerous contingency plans in place; thus, accepting the loss of the 
spontaneity of random stops at roadside attractions.  Parking restrictions, capacity restrictions, 
or social distancing limitations halted curiosity of the unexpected sites along the way. 
In the early summer months campers and Rv’ers waited for the reopening of many 
campgrounds across the country. Many state and national park campgrounds closed with no 
reopen date, such as Yellowstone National Park and Crystal Cove state park in California.   
Campers were forced to cancel or leave out certain destinations to the itinerary with only the 
hope a campground would reopen by their arrival. Camping during the pandemic proved to be 
difficult. Each camping reservation revolved around specific locally enforced limitations, the 
reopening date for each national and state park, and which campgrounds required a 14-day 
quarantine at the site.  Several national park campgrounds were unable to open due to a lack of 
employees; a direct result of border closures and travel restrictions. Many national park 
campgrounds, like Glacier Basin in the Rocky Mountains, were able to remain open on a limited 
basis by restricting access to certain campground loops; thus, resulting in a reduction of staff. In 
addition, laundry and shower facilities were closed, as well as scaled back or limited offerings of 
ranger programs or park shuttle services. 
The rise in camping at national and state parks during the summer of 2020 gave campers the 
opportunity to experience the beauty of nature, wildlife, and area attractions all while 
maintaining social distancing, cleaning and sanitizing practices, and the use of facemasks.  
Campground capacities were reduced to enable social distancing.  Public areas such as 
restrooms, showers, visitor centers, and some attractions were closed to the public (U.S. 
National Park Service, 2020).  Hence, campers who had their own facilities in the RV, had a 
more positive and less disruptive experience.  Necessities in the traveling toolkit included ample 
additional supply of water, electricity supply (a personal generator), sanitizer, and disinfecting 
supplies. 
During a road trip, there are travel days built into the itinerary. When choosing stopover sites, 
national brands such as Kampgrounds of America (KOA) or Good Sam Campgrounds ensured 
campers had services, for example, water, electric, laundry facilities, and for some, access to 
Wi-Fi and a swimming pool.  Keeping with a branded campground ensured consistency in social 
distancing, sanitizing and cleaning, and capacity standards.  Overall, the 2020 summer camping 
experience during COVID was a perfect way to disconnect, social distance, connect with nature, 
and explore the backwoods and corners of the country. 
Tips for Planning Your 2021 Experience 
We hope that if the data wasn’t enough to peak your interest the experiences as campers we 
have had certainly might.  Don’t rush back to your traditional approach to summer vacations, 
get outside and explore what nature has to offer.  Here are some helpful tips as you start to 
plan your 2021: 
• Plan your trip in states and locations within the National Park System.  It allows 
for an incredible experience with built-in safeguards for social distancing. 
• Plan stop overs with a national brand (e.g. KOA or Good Sam) to ensure 
consistency of services and availability of open facilities. 
• Be prepared for things to be closed, so pack accordingly and be flexible. 
• Plan for grocery pick up outside the campgrounds or in neighboring communities 
on the way to the campground. This ensures safe practices and limits 
unnecessary trips outside of the park/campground. 
• Be kind and get to know your fellow campers. Together out in the elements of 
nature, you realize just how small our world actually is. 
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